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ABSTRACT 



^ ♦ t. thfe E-nglisfa-placeaent exaaination essays of 

college freshaen who had passed the eacaaination were coacared with 
essays of students who had failed, it was foiwd that the 
aost-.xaportant dif fjrences between- the two groups of essays occurred 
ivf confent developaent and'crganization rather than in 

^'^ graaaar,, or punctuation. A survey was a^de of the high 
schtfOl coaposition instruction experienced by the two groups; 

• '^"JJ-"'* indicated that the aaount of instruction in graaa^f -and 

^ spelling ddd- not differ, significantly,, tut that students who wrcte 
passing essays had received aore instruction in developing and 

• 'Organizing, essay coTJtent and had had acre opportunity, to write short 
expository essays than had students who wrote failing^ essays. It is 

^concluded that, contrary to the belief of " tack-to- th^-basics" 
advocates, g^raaaar instruction, by itself, \ill not result in 
aore-ef fective student writing and training in expository writing 
should, be an iaportant par't of the college-preparatory curriculua. 

.(Gl) . 



♦ • Reproductions supplied by EDifs are the best that cat be #ade ♦ 

* ' ' • f roa the original docuaeot. ' * 
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* ^* • ^ Composition Basics for College Prep Students 
• * 

'"Ccllegp .Essays; Preshihen Ain't So Goocl, Mostly^ 

In, November, 1974, a front page Los Angeles Times story bearing the- head- 
line above reported that almost 50 per cent of th^ 1974 University of California 
freshmen had been i^equired to take Subject A, a non-credit, basic composition 

course. This and ^similar ifews stories acrpss the state aroused and an gered 

. — ' - % • : 

the public. If high school graduates entering th^- University , of California 

(high achievers drawn from'the top 12-1/2 per cent of th^ir graduating class) 

>feren't learning to write, who was? Ai\ ongoing dialogue or, more accurately, 

dispute between the public and the profession over composition instruotic^ 

was conducted on the editorial pages of many newspapers. T.eachers attempted 

to explain the c6mplexity of the writing process,' the diffij:ulties of teaching 

students to mastef the- many skilly required to produce a successful composition, 

as well as the working conditions and student attitudes which inhibited the 

teaching arfd, learning of writing. However , these attempts at -'explanation 

were engulfed'by a flood- of letters proposing more simplistic causes and 

solutions. One of the largest and most vocal groups, best described as 

**back to the basics** advjocates attributed the declining writing skills tt) 

decreased emphasis on* the '^basics defined (of cotirse) as grammar, spelling,, * 

'and"'^T5n^ctu$ition. They concluded that th^ way to improve student writing was., 

obvious;. ,teach student's more grammar'. The following letter, published on the 

editorial page of the Los Angeles Times (November 25, 1974J, prcsients the 

•'more grammar'* argument from the vLeW point of a 15 year old boy:' 



..,1 can -readily^ see why there is -such cpnfusitDn about 
grammar and composition. Last year in the "honors**. 
Ejt|lish program in a junior high, the emphasis was not 
on* grammar, but on th6 various methods of self expression 
...We used motion pictures, slide sKows, magazines,. 
' student newspapers, and even boird games, (all made by 
the s-tudents of our class) instead of granmar and reading 
' books. An entire class of students dawdled away nearly 
the entire year, reading almost nothing, studying English 
grammar about one day every third week. I was literally 
shocked to find out that students in **regular*' English 
classes were learning far more grammar than I was*. 



Yes, there is ''confusion, about gramnfar and composition/* Not only does 
this student farl to realize that the magazines and newspapers produced by't|i6 
students in the honors class were far.more valuable in developing writing 
skill than time spent working on grammar exercises, but the s*tudent also seems 
unaware that hi§ letter vindicates rather than indites his past grammar and 



composition instruction. - - 

Mgst tn^lish teachers know that grammar instruction by itself will not result 

• * ' * »• 

in more effective writing.' Ouf problem is to convince a critical public that 

t^adiing writitig involves far m^re than teaching spelling / punAuation, and^ 

c:orrect usage; and th'at effective writing requires far more than the compbsition 

of a specified jiumber of .sentences which are; free from these errors. What about 

th^ increasing number of students being required *to take Subject Af ^f we confjiared 

passing and failing essays written for the English/Subject A'placemeri^ e^am, ,woul^ 

errors in grammar j punctuation, and spelling be those which most clearly separate^ 

the passing from the failing essays? If we Compared th^^igh /school composition 

instruct i 01^ ' received by studeJfts required to take' Subject"* A ^ with that of the' more 

^proficient writers able to enroll in English 1, would the major instructional 

difference be the amount o£ grammar instruction English 1 students received,* ^ost 

( • ; ^ 

of tlie general public would probably expect the answer to these questions to be 

"yes./* However, I reached quite a different conclusion after' examining essays 

written for the University of California., Loi Angeles L. A'.*) English place- 

'ment exam and analysing survey aata obtained from U. C. L, A., freshmen enrolled 

•in English 1 and Subject A in the fall ^f 1975. During the rest of this session; 

•iM like to illustrate^ what I found to be the most important differencfes between 

* \ ^ ' i * ^ * » 

passing and failing essays and to compare the high school composition instruction . 

reported by Siii ect A and English 1 students. ^ . 



Although the Subject A / English 1 placement exam di/fers slightly at tlie .Various 
campuses, all thf exams require 'students \o write an expositor^ essay. No matter how 
well- a student may do on other objective measures of writing skill, he or^she must! 
demonstrate 'the abilit/ to write a cl^ar, we 1*1 -organized, and coherent essay to be 
exeoipt |From the Subject A requirement. The essays,! examined Vere those selected by 
tverett Jones< U.CL.A. Director of Freshman English and Subject "A, to train the 
instructors who evaluated the essays. The essays are, therefore, best regarded as t 
lllusteative. of the criteria for passing and failing performance rather than as a ... 
rej>resentativd csj^oss section of the total group of essays, i - *^ 

In comparing a^ number ^)f passing dnd failing essay^, I found that the most 

important differeai:es occurred in the' area of -contf nt cje^el^pment and organization. 

* ' * ^ J' 

, , « . •- ^ 

^ot in the number of words misspelled, periods omitted, commas, misplaced, or s^«bjectjc. 

• * / • .:"<^ 

verb disagreements, Soihe of tTie failing Assays in the training; sample did havje • V 
noticeably more grammati^cal and mechanical e^^ors; howevQj, othex failing essays were ^ 
largely free of 5uch errorS. A certain level of correctness was 



4 

% 



expected by the readers. 




but fCorrectness by itself was never a sufficient condition for passing. Moreover, 
<^ Whatever their" problems in grammar and me\chanics, failing essays itere always v 
ara^erized by flaws in organization, contqit^ development, lo^ic, .clarity, or 
coherence. * m^- ^ ■ ■ 

A few ejcamples from some of the. failing essays will illustrate the range of 

problems. The first essay, which discusses the ^advantages of living in a time other ^ 

^ than the present, begins: ' . . ' « ' • *. 

To, have lived back' in the eighteen hundreds would have been a most 
adventureoiTs time, , especially. during the California Gold Rpsh -era, * ' . 

Starting from this rather weak thelsis, the writ.er proceeded to recount the history « > 

of the California Gold Rush.. Although replete with* historical fac^s eggs cost'$ 5^ 

a dozen; .jnen such as s(:rauss. Armour, and Studebaker amassed fortunes by being. 

^►rovisiojiers rather than proSpectojs- most del}ails contradict the original statement. 
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that- life during tj^e (jjpld Rush^Wap exciting an^ adventurous. - Instead, life is ^ 
depicted as difficult, harsh, and unrewarding with jrpost of the gold seekers bitterly 
disappoimted" and struggling to earn enough* money to survive". Desplt^e this 
contradiction the writer eventually concludes tliat life in mechanized, modern* 
• America is far less fulfilling jor excitiag than life during the Gold Rush. The 
b as ic s tructure of thg a ss ay is flaw e d: - ir t ftiils to developV consistent dr^ coherent 
argument and demonstrates neither that life in the 1850*s was \dventurous nor that 
life today is less fulfilling. ^ » ■ . • ^ 

Another problem^ in the development of content can be seeh^ in the following 



essay: 



Vandalism 'in Americ^in Public Schools 



Vandalism has always been a major- {)roblem in American public schools, . 
•especially in big cities and densely populated areas. .Many dollars has gone i 
into the repairing and replacing of-^ expensive and valuable equipment. The 
main cause of this vandalism is the students themselves who attend these schools. 
It could be prevented giving the students more freedom of choice at school. 

The introductory paragraph of this essay begins wilh a clear statement of a 
problem and a proposed solution. The inadequate causal analysis and overly simplistic 
solution quickly create problems for /the writei^, who is unable .to develop the major* 
prQposition-giving students, more fi^dom of choice at' school will reduce V^dali^^r 
beyond a single three sentence paragraph. Casting ^about for other arguments, *thfe 
^writer seizes upon drug and alcohol usage as fetors contributing, to vandalism and- 
■proceeds to write a full paragraph on each.^ The 'essay conodudc^ *by recommending 
move ins]:ruction about the effect of^ drugs and alcohol and i^Mlased security ~ ^ 
measures. Containing twOrfdi3parate and contradictory argumehts, the essay must be 
judged illogical ami inconsistent. > - - ^ . 

S71II al^ther problem occurs in the following essay, based on the quotation 
"If youth kifeW/and, aga could.*' After a brief .introductory paragraph, the essay^ ' • 
•continues - . / >• ^ 



... .Advice , '^advice , advice - I Jt:hought.I*d neve^r h^ar enough 
of it. I have thought quite a bit abojit^soraer many ideals I - 
jirst tossed from mind*' ^t? hard for me to say how my Elders 
^ ^ feel sinte I ^ra where f am, but I can imagine myself in such a 
posi-tipn. For example, upon embark^rtg on the unf orget'abLe 
adventures in my senior year,' i was bombarded with, /'Haye fun 
^ now, i.ts your senior year, or "Be careful you don^t pdrty too 
> much. ..." Incredible , I -thought. * • ^ 

The writing-in this essay is best described as sel f'-expre^sive and 



follows fhe for;»^ of a journal fentry rather than that of ♦n expository 
or persuasive essay. The org-anizatrona^ structure is essentially a 
pattern .of free association, one incident about *'advlce" suggesting yet 
another of the writer's p.ersonal experiences to.b^e /included. 'The 
writer shows no awareness of the type of writing, which is expected nor 
of'the audience far v^hom* the essay i 5 int endued'. Although the rambling^, 
l»o6se*ly connected string of personal reminiscences is acceptable as 
•express^e writing, this essay gives^no^ indication* as to whether the^ 
writer cail organize' an,d contjo\ ideas , in^the expository fnode, which' 
is,' of course, the ability the placement exam is ^seeking to assess. 

Havii>g lool^d at several failing essays, let us now examine some 
of the passing essays. Although .written on a range pf topic«s, the , * ^ 
passinc -essays, like Tolstoy's -happy families, seemed mdch alike: the* 
writers .began by stating a definite |)oint of view or thesis, 5plecte^d 
and arranged examples ta illustrate this thesis, presented logical and 
consistent dr'gumeiit s , and demonstrated^ an awareness of audience and 
purpos^e. Ev^n. though all the passing essays followed t:he. standard ^ 
expository format., none of the essays from the s.amp}e I ;e'xajnined w.ere 
cast in the rigid fiye par^^raph theme format. The raajoHty used a 
four paragraph structure, ancf one essay c'pnsisteci of ±h-ree* wel-l developed' 
'pata^aphs. \ 

The following es*say (rated '^clearly passing**)' demons trates an 
effective use of personal experience in an expository essay. The 
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Intrpductory paragraph of this essay (entitled. '*A Effective Teacher"! 

■ ' • , . ~ ■ . 

concludes . " . , • 

/ • ' * * \ • *' 

A Teaching is a^ highly specialized field. Net everyone can 

» teach'. As a result, a't«ae}ier is only as good as his ability^to 

mot ivate^. the st udent\^^, ^sfeek kiYawIedge f or him'se 1 f . \ ^ 

To illustra^te tj^^ vie wpdint the wr'iter contr-.a^ts two former gdvern- 
uient teachers - oae who stimulated students x:9^ leahR and tns otner'. who - 
^destroyed* int^ 1 lectiUal .curiosilty and iHOtivation. The write'r then general- 
ises beyond these two spe ci f ic - incident s to describe the type pf ijistruc- 

tion which will motivate a class. ' ^ ' *" 

* * 
Other passing essays dealt with contemporary issues outside the 

writers * immediate experience. All showed an awareness of the • issues , and 

the ability to discuss them reasonably and consistently. Th'e writer 

Otf tjie following essay ^'Tontracts - an important part of ev6ry Wedding** 

(rated **superi^or passing") contends that the ^tr^idit iona 1 ma^-riag^r^^ 

ceremdtiy is not a valid agreement for most modern couples and that 
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contracts specifj^ing the rights and obligations of each person h^^ve ' / 
become an im^portant part of/marriage ceremoaies. After arguing that 
man.y wom^n can^* develop an individual identity only through a career 
.outside the home and that other couples may prefer a life style in 
whicfi both share the burden of l^di 



anciairy support ing , their family, the 



essay concludes 



The traditional marring 



cetemony is all right for couples 
who are content with traditional roles. However , today the 
majority of coup.les' require \some sort of additional arrange- 
ment tb help modernize. a mar\riage. One couple's agreement' 
ma> not -seem fa-ir'to anot her\ coupl e ,• but pever thre less it 
may be the eXact combination \needed to make that p-articular 
marri;ige suceed. Many couples today feel that traditional . 
wedding vows are totally out-dated and thus unnecessary. To 
these couples a contract^ is muvch mpre lo'gical and binding.' 
Jn any event, it is highly prooable that in the futurp a 
contract will be the most important part of every wedding 
ceremony. 



r 



f 



'Al t^iough the . f in^[ . sentence , (*|th'e most/ important ."^^T^every .'wedding 
ceremony") departs from the carefully quaJfified coji/: lusi on^ the winter 
presents a strong summary a reasonable, cogent argument in favor of 



tnarriag^e contracts. ^ 



The writers of* pa^ssing essays convincingly demonstrate a control 



q£ larger^ rhetor ica 1 elements -'invention, arrangement, audience - 
r^Uier than merely a si^peri or /sk i 1 1 in proofreading or. eckit ing . * ^/'^ 

Beginning with a . de fpns i}) 1 e point of' view, they ^||fc^cted*^ct ai Ls' 
and examples which- illustr^te'd and suppart^d that vi'ewpaint 4an^ carefully 



arran^d 'these aetails to convince their au-dience. Although a' reader 
might not accept oj: agree wrth t he *.vi^wpoint s presented, he, or s-he 
w^^ 

'argument . ^ ^ . 



, 1 



^ Id agree that the writer had ci^eated* a/l^gi cal and effective 



And this ' super ior rhetorical contr^lis not merely^a coincidence. 

^^jsults from a su^vey'on high school compos»i t i on - in st rue t Ton whi<;h I 

/ * ' • / ' ' * ^ I ' 

gave to three hui^dred" UCLA freshmen enyralled in. Subject A and English 1 

classes in the fall of 1976 revealed ^h^t a greater instructional - 

emphasis on' these rhet oricaT^concerns rather 1;hani a greater '^mphas i s 

on grammar instruction constitute^ the most important difference. 

betWeen Subject A and EngH^h 1 st.udents. The to^rtk^n^ graph compa^res / 

the instJMctloilal emphasis on eContent development and organization and 

for grammar for these twcf groups of -writers. - * * • ' 



PA" Cent' of Students Receiving Three' or More 



» 6f InslfTuction in Graimiar and Punctuation 

* • ' • •■ V ■ • 
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♦ Fifty-six per cent ^of EngUsh 1 students reported three or more* ♦ 
semesters of instriictfon in aspects of writ ing" rfe lated to content ^ 
development and' organisation in cont ra^t .to^ 45 per cent qfSubject A 
•students. The amount of ins-truction received by bpth ..groups in 

. grammar and spe.lling is much closer - 58 to 53 per cent - an-d does 



hot. differ significantly. Not only did English 1 Studeitts receive^ - ^ 

more instruction in deve loping content , this instructional pattern » 

suggests that Subject A ^tudent^s vyere more liKe^-y to hay/e 's tudi ed ^ 

^/•correct fo*rm'» in writing apatt frprti the kctual writing of essays 

themselves. Contltnt development and erg^ani ^at ion are' rarely taught 

- ' • . ^ \ ^ 

apart from the writing of- an essay, but g»rammar -exercises are all too 

easily assigned as isolated activitie3. ♦ ^ • • 

■ ■ • • < . . / . ^ ^ • 

In ' addit ion 1 0 a greater emj)hasis on developin'g and organizing 

' " ■ ^ • \ . • 

essay cont-ent Eng 1 i sh 1 students Were more likely to ha^e had n)ore 

, opportunity, to write short expository es:says ^hafi ^Subj e ct. A* students . 
« * ^ 

Almost all- - 95 per cent - of English* 1 students ranked "short expository 
essays analyz^ing literature or explaining my'ide^s" as one of their 
three njosif frequent types of wri t ing pr act i c^ Muring high school. Only 
^ 70 per cent of the Subject A stucf^Jits ranked this tyj^e of expository * 

■ . ' . • " ■* . ' ■ ■ • ■ 

writing in the top three^ and, not surpri s ing 1 y , • t h^y were more likely 
to give fop ranking to non-expository forms sutlras personal and 
(creative writ'^ng. ^ ^ ' " ' ' 

' r • ' ' : 

Expository writing once dominated 'the high school curriculum. In^ | — 

^ • - • ^ * . ' , . * \ 

•^recent y-earsj'many English teachers have encouraged written eXpres^i.on 

^ in' a wider range of modes and forj|^ ana assignment s in nonexp'dsit cry 
' * ♦ I ' ^ . • ' \ • i 

-writing which ask students to explore and shape the ii: personal* 

e-xperiences .or to experiment 'with new^ forms of writinj^ are no^ an ' 
" * ' * ^ \^ ^ 

^important part of mahry* Engl i sh curticuba. Abandon4.ag sWh writing/* 

^ a^ssignments and returning tip an exclusive emphasis on exposition is 

ERIC " .. ' - ^ . . ' I ^ ' 



n-either necessary or des*ira^le. ' Ho»i?ev^r , 'compositioTi teachers must* not . 
,',•'-•»'■'■'.-•*• . " , • • • ■ ' *• . ' ' ^ . 

Jfotget..?-h?''j; ^^x^ftsH-ory writing makes ^qui.'te different deman-ds" on fhe 

wxiter," espeffCialf^y in tfrms' of organ i zat ion devg 1 opment :of i/teas, and 

auii'i!^ce^*than ht-c/Tvexposit ory forms. More 'practice ^in.meetinrV- and ^ 

adju?1^tt^^J^j;'k^ partrqtirar demands"of exposition are .fike 1 )j ^to increase 

-a studen't's pro.ficiency in this mode. Singb college writio'g- aisi.^- 

ipent^ are almost , exclusively exposd t orj'' , the. college preparatory ^^tudent 

needs adequate praTctice in exposition.- '/ . - r 

Helping, students » learn to develop thqir own ideas on a sub'ject* * 

and to present thera i.n a -1 ogi ca 1 , , we 1 1 o*rgani^e4 manner* is, no less' 
* ^ • r ^ ' . .'^ \ 

bksic than teaching them to spell cori'ectly tjhe* wqrds* X^ed or ,to • ' 
, punctuate corf^c^y.^he seh^tences generated.. Mo^.^*^xamp Te^ o^ wi?i,ti*ng ^ 
used to"^ i 1 1 us t rate decl>irning ^ writ ing skills have be^e'n sing\e sentences 
plucked from essays and' discussed o.ut ^c^'f ' context . Such e-xampres., i' 
wh-ich suggest that writing' problems, exi^t primarily a^t the* sentexM:^ 
level, over 1 ook, more g 1 oba 1* defi ci^enci-es*. in' content . and organizatib- 
The greater the liemand made uppn' students tb respond t0 a,t^|^ic usjLhg 
their own. ideas Aor to create a synthesis .of new idea^, the'^'^xBatetJ/ 
'their need to^^-TtFan^e rhetorical e l^emen-t s> of invention, arrange-ment , 



and ^audien'ce". , An^, x>f course ,* these are exactly the demands made\Jon 
students at the ^^coll^e Of university level . / Cq}.leg.e^courseB are 
supposed to be -int e 1 1 ect ual ly uiVsettling, to pr^s'eTit new idears wjiith 
challenge old assuiftpt ipns , and to ertcour^ge st udent s, te . creat e t hci r 
t)wn syntfresis. The attempt to assimilate the aew ideas they^.^encount er 

, . ; ' , " . 'A,; ' • 

is"]^ firsts, and of ten^ over>>^hc linin*g , task for* the col reg.e ^student , 

^Success in exp-laininc and discussing- t'he?^ new ideas are* more likely *^ 

' ♦ , ' \ ^ ' / ' : ^ ^ • * . 

wHen . student s havfe learned techniques- f or thinkiirg 'through and ArdeiJing 

thei r ideas . • . . , ' • . 



( 
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Certainly, Univfcersity of California stu"(itnts are . expecti^d t,o have v 
reasonable- control .oyer the convent ioti.s' of written language - spending* 

' ' • • "i , • * 4P * • ' ^ 

punctuation » St andard usage - and' we would be, .wrong to den*y ^their 
.importatice . Rut students will not be prepared to' carry out t]ffeit 
ccllege writing as signmep.t s satis f act orHy if. th^ major focus of thei^ 
high school writing. instructi£>h has been me cjiailic&l cprj:ej:^«^^s ; ^ . 
'.I think all of this reaffirms what most mem>grs of 'the English 

^nt p*rt ts-f teaching s*tudent5 
Effective ^r'i.t ing \ann.ot *be 



4> 



professioh have- lortg jnaintaAne^ 
to- write i^nvalves* tpaching thera,to^ 



I ml 



4 



' reduced, to the master:/ of a fe^w mechanical subskiUs.. The cl6ar and' 

cghereTit c-ommuni%caf i/ori of ^ point of ^view is t-h.e trasic writing skilT#^' 

' • . • ^ , ' . . - ' . • • r 

^indT't he ,on». Which .we must t each. eur>gtudent s ,i f they, arc to becgme' . 

. ^ ^ ■ •• ■ ■" . ' ' ■ • ■■ 

effective Writ,e«j|^ ■ • ■ > ' ^ . • ■ , - 
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